/16/2020 'Paulin Hountondji: African Philosophy as Critical Universalism' by Franziska Dübgen and Stefan Skupien reviewed by Zeyad el Nabolsy ... https://marxandphilosophy.org.uk/reviews/18110_paulin-hountondji-african-philosophy-as-critical-universalism-by-franziska-dubgen-and-stefan-skupie... 1/7 Franziska Dübgen and Stefan Skupien Paulin Hountondji: African Philosophy as Critical Universalism Palgrave Macmillan, London, 2019. 192 pp., € 57.19 hb ISBN 9783030019945 About the reviewer Zeyad el Nabolsy is a PhD student in Africana Studies at Cornell University. He works on African ...  More Reviewed by Zeyad el Nabolsy Franziska Dübgen and Stefan Skupien have written a much needed overview of Paulin Hountondji's work. While Hountondji is quite well known for his critique of ethnophilosophy, his later intellectual work on scientific dependency and his political writings are not as well known to non-specialist Anglophone readers. This partially stems from the fact that while his later work on scientific dependency has been translated into English, it has been published in the form of short articles or through transcribed interviews, which makes it difficult for a reader to situate it in relation to Hountondji's work on ethnophilosophy. Moreover, the Anglophone reception of Hountondji's explicit political writings has been hindered by the fact that many of them have not been translated into English, e.g. his 1973 book Libertés: Contribution à la Révolution Dahoméenne, which was written as a prescription of what needs to be done by the military regime in order to end neo-colonial dependency in Benin in the aftermath of the military coup led by Mathieu Kérékou in 1972, has still not been translated into English. Dübgen and Skupien have written a book that will contribute to remedying this neglect by contextualizing Hountondji's work on scientific dependency and his political writings in relation to his better known writings on ethnophilosophy. Dübgen and Skupien's book is divided into three parts. The first provides an account of Hountondji's critique of ethnophilosophy and the debates that it sparked, as well as its relationship to Hountondji's work on scientific dependency during the late 1970s. In particular they stress that Hountondji's later turn to 6/16/2020 'Paulin Hountondji: African Philosophy as Critical Universalism' by Franziska Dübgen and Stefan Skupien reviewed by Zeyad el Nabolsy ... https://marxandphilosophy.org.uk/reviews/18110_paulin-hountondji-african-philosophy-as-critical-universalism-by-franziska-dubgen-and-stefan-skupie... 2/7 research on scientific dependency stems from his metaphilosophical conception of philosophy as a theory of science (62-67). They also point out the influence of dependency theory and world-systems analysis on Hountondji's work on scientific dependency (69). In an interview that serves as an appendix, Hountondji explicitly acknowledges the extensive influence of Samir Amin on his theorization of scientific dependency (175). This alerts us to the importance of analyzing intellectual connections between African philosophers and African theorists of development, which are often neglected due to excessive respect for disciplinary boundaries by contemporary academics. The second part provides an account of Hountondji's political writings that situates them biographically, e.g. the connection between Hountondji's experiences in Mobutu's Zaire and his suspicion of any politics of cultural authenticity (90). Dübgen and Skupien also emphasize the Marxist nature of Hountondji's political writings (96). In addition, they provide a helpful account of his tenure as education minister in Benin in the aftermath of the National Conference of 1990. This allows the reader to discern some of the inconsistencies between some of Hountondji's theoretical prescriptions and his decisions as education minister; while his theoretical work on scientific dependency emphasizes the importance of developing basic scientific research in African countries, his tenure as education minister in Benin focused on expanding vocational training (101). The third part of Paulin Hountondji emphasizes the contemporary relevance of Hountondji's thinking by relating his work on scientific dependency, and the need to integrate endogenous knowledge with modern science, to contemporary discourse around de-colonization and epistemic delinking. When Hountondji speaks of the integration of endogenous knowledge with modern science, he quite clearly means testing the knowledge claims of endogenous knowledge systems by means of the procedures of hypothesis testing that characterize the modern sciences. Thus, he does not particularize modern science as just one system of knowledge amongst other equally valid systems of knowledge, which is the approach taken by some contemporary de-colonial thinkers (e.g. De Sousa Santos, Nunes and Meneses 2008: xlviii). We can therefore say that Hountondji offers an alternative approach to 'de-colonial' approaches to the study of scientific knowledge in the 'peripheries' (119). Hountondji's rejection of culturalism with its assumption of monolithic, self-contained cultural systems, also allows him to emphasize the internal differentiation of all cultures (136). Hence, one will never catch Hountondji speaking of a uniform 'Western philosophy' or 'Western epistemology' as some contemporary de-colonial thinkers tend to do (e.g. Ndlovu6/16/2020 'Paulin Hountondji: African Philosophy as Critical Universalism' by Franziska Dübgen and Stefan Skupien reviewed by Zeyad el Nabolsy ... https://marxandphilosophy.org.uk/reviews/18110_paulin-hountondji-african-philosophy-as-critical-universalism-by-franziska-dubgen-and-stefan-skupie... 3/7 Gatsheni 2013: 11, 44). To this extent, Hountondji's work shows that an anti-colonial and anti-neocolonial approach to the study of scientific knowledge in the 'peripheries' need not abandon the modernist belief in the universal validity of modern science, and need not deploy monolithic caricatures of 'Western science' or 'Western epistemology'. While Dübgen and Skupien have provided an excellent overview of Hountondji's work, their presentation of his transition from the critique of ethnophilosophy to the study of scientific dependency raises important questions which are not answered in the book. The central issue is how to understand Hountondji's metaphilosophical view of the relationship between philosophy and science. Dübgen and Skupien register the dual influence of both Althusser and Husserl on Hountondji's conception of philosophy as science (33). However, they do not adequately explore the tensions between those two influences. For Althusser, philosophy is dependent on the empirical sciences, i.e. it is dependent on sciences that deal with factual existence. According to Althusser, philosophy can contribute to organizing the empirical sciences, but it does not aim at justifying them (Smith 1980: 67). Hountondji himself adopts this interpretation of Althusser (Hountondji 2002: 11). Now it is clear that this conception of philosophy as a theory of science is radically different from Husserl's conception of philosophy as a theory of science. Husserl did not think that philosophy is only a second-order discourse which is parasitic upon existing empirical sciences. Instead he conceived of it as justifying the empirical sciences. For Husserl the empirical sciences cannot serve as a foundation for philosophy because they are methodologically naïve insofar as they proceed by assuming the existence of their objects and our epistemic access to them (Husserl 1965: 85). Indeed, for Husserl, the empirical sciences require epistemic justification from philosophy since it is only philosophy that can validate their methods (Lauer 1965: 44). Husserl's understanding of philosophy 'as a strict science' [als strenge Wissenschaft] is thus not compatible with Althusser's understanding of philosophy as a second-order discourse that is parasitical upon scientific discourse. Moreover, while Hountondji notes that for Husserl 'philosophy in general is first of all reflection on science' (Hountondji 2002: 31), it is important to recognize that for Husserl, phenomenology, qua eidetic science that dealt with idealities, is not dependent on any sciences that deal with factual existence (Kusch 1995: 183). In fact, it was conceived of as an a priori science that would provide the foundation for all the other sciences (Friedman 2000: 44). Hountondji himself acknowledges 'the enormous distance separating the author of Formal and Transcendental Logic from that of For Marx' (Hountondji 2002: 11). However, to speak of an enormous distance is to understate the problem, for they hold logically contradictory 6/16/2020 'Paulin Hountondji: African Philosophy as Critical Universalism' by Franziska Dübgen and Stefan Skupien reviewed by Zeyad el Nabolsy ... https://marxandphilosophy.org.uk/reviews/18110_paulin-hountondji-african-philosophy-as-critical-universalism-by-franziska-dubgen-and-stefan-skupie... 4/7 conceptions of philosophy as a theory of science, i.e. to uphold both the claim that the empirical sciences do not require epistemic justification from philosophy and the claim that philosophy is tasked with providing the empirical sciences with epistemic justification is to fall into logical contradiction. It seems that based on Hountondji's later work on the sociology of scientific knowledge, it is the influence of Althusser that prevailed on this point. For Husserl's understanding of philosophy as a theory of science does not seem to imply that a philosopher should study the history of science and the actual development of the different empirical sciences under different social conditions. In fact, Hountondji explicitly draws on Althusser's conception of the relationship between science and philosophy in order to argue that philosophical revolutions are dependent on scientific revolutions. Althusser claimed that because philosophy is parasitical upon science, its development is tied up with the development of science, to which, of course, it can sometimes contribute by clarifying certain conceptual issues which may block further scientific progress (Althusser 1971: 41). The adoption of this Althusserian perspective explains why Hountondji thinks that African philosophy will not really thrive unless an autonomous modern scientific discourse develops on the African continent. This in turn explains his later turn to the study of scientific dependency in African societies. Hountondji adopts Althusser's claim that philosophical breakthroughs are ultimately dependent on scientific breakthroughs (Hountondji 1996: 97). However, Hountondji's reliance on Althusser is problematic insofar as Althusser, by his own admission, did not in fact study the history of philosophy or the history of science in any rigorous fashion (Althusser 1993: 148, 167). Indeed one of the standard criticisms of Althusser is that despite his claim that philosophy is a meta-science (i.e. a theory of the sciences), he did not undertake any serious study of the history of science (Fraser 1976: 458). The problematic nature of Hountondji's reliance on Althusser in making the claim that a flourishing philosophical discourse requires a flourishing scientific discourse is not adequately discussed by Dübgen and Skupien, even though it weakens Hountondji's account, since he relies on Althusser without offering independent arguments. Fortunately, despite the fact Hountondji relies on Althusser and does not offer independent evidence to support his claim, one need not rely on Althusser's rather dubious knowledge of the history of science and philosophy in order to provide evidential support for the claim that development of the empirical sciences provided philosophy with both its problematic (i.e. the questions that it raised) and the tools by means of which philosophers have attempted to answer those questions. For example, one can point to contemporary 6/16/2020 'Paulin Hountondji: African Philosophy as Critical Universalism' by Franziska Dübgen and Stefan Skupien reviewed by Zeyad el Nabolsy ... https://marxandphilosophy.org.uk/reviews/18110_paulin-hountondji-african-philosophy-as-critical-universalism-by-franziska-dubgen-and-stefan-skupie... 5/7 scholarship which emphasizes methodological approaches to the history of early modern European philosophy that recognize the importance of taking into account early modern science when attempting to understand early modern European philosophers (Foisneau 2011: 802; Friedman 2010: 504). Bringing Hountondji into conversation with contemporary historians and philosophers of science would have also strengthened the case for the contemporary relevance of Hountondji. Nevertheless, the aforementioned points should not be understood as criticisms of Dübgen and Skupien's book. Rather they are examples of the stimulating questions that are raised by their book. Readers who are interested in African philosophy, the sociology of scientific knowledge, African Marxism and dependency theory will find much of interest in Paulin Hountondji. 14 June 2020 References Althusser, Louis (1971) 'Lenin and Philosophy' in Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays trans. Ben Brewster, New York: Monthly Review Press. Althusser, Louis (1993) The Future Lasts Forever: A Memoir eds. Oliver Corpet and Yann Moulier Boutang, trans. Richard Veasey, New York: The New Press. De Sousa Santos, Boaventura, João Arriscado Nunes, and Maria Paula Meneses (2008) 'Introduction: Opening Up the Canon of Knowledge and Recognition of Difference' in Another Knowledge is Possible: Beyond Northern Epistemologies ed. Boaventura de Sousa Santos, London: Verso. Foisneau, Luc (2011) 'Hobbes's First Philosophy and Galilean Science' in British Journal for the History of Philosophy vol. 19, no.4, pp. 795-809. Fraser, John (1976) 'Louis Althusser on Science, Marxism and Politics' in Science & Society vol. 40, no.4, pp. 438-464. Friedman, Michael (2000) A Parting of the Ways: Carnap, Cassirer, and Heidegger Chicago and La Salle: Open Court. Friedman, Michael (2010) 'A Post-Kuhnian Approach to the History and Philosophy of Science' in The Monist vol. 93, no. 4, pp. 497-517. Hountondji, Paulin J. (1996) African Philosophy: Myth and Reality trans. Henri Evans and Jonathan Rée, Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press. Hountondji, Paulin J. (2002) The Struggle for Meaning: Reflections on Philosophy, Culture, and Democracy in Africa trans. John Conteh-Morgan, Athens, Ohio: Ohio University Press. Husserl, Edmund (1965) 'Philosophy as Rigorous Science' in Phenomenology and the Crisis of Philosophy trans. Quentin Lauer, New York: Harper & Row. Kusch, Martin (1995) Psychologism: A Case Study in the Sociology of Philosophical Knowledge London and New York: Routledge. Lauer, Quentin (1965) 'Introduction' in Phenomenology and the Crisis of Philosophy trans. Quentin Lauer, New York: Harper & Row. 6/16/2020 'Paulin Hountondji: African Philosophy as Critical Universalism' by Franziska Dübgen and Stefan Skupien reviewed by Zeyad el Nabolsy ... https://marxandphilosophy.org.uk/reviews/18110_paulin-hountondji-african-philosophy-as-critical-universalism-by-franziska-dubgen-and-stefan-skupie... 6/7 Ndlovu-Gatsheni, Sabelo J. (2013) Coloniality of Power in Postcolonial Africa: Myths of Decolonization Dakar: CODESRIA. Smith, Neil (1980) 'Symptomatic Silence in Althusser: The Concept of Nature and the Unity of Science' in Science & Society vol. 44, no.1, pp. 58-81. URL: https://marxandphilosophy.org.uk/reviews/18110_paulin-hountondji-african-philosophy-as-criticaluniversalism-by-franziska-dubgen-and-stefan-skupien-reviewed-by-zeyad-el-nabolsy/ This review is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 3.0 Unported License Make a comment Your email address will not be published. Required fields are marked * Comment Name * Email * Website Email me when others comment on this review. You can also subscribe without commenting. Post Comment 6/16/2020 'Paulin Hountondji: African Philosophy as Critical Universalism' by Franziska Dübgen and Stefan Skupien reviewed by Zeyad el Nabolsy ... https://marxandphilosophy.org.uk/reviews/18110_paulin-hountondji-african-philosophy-as-critical-universalism-by-franziska-dubgen-and-stefan-skupie... 7/7 © Marx & Philosophy Society 2020 ISSN 2042-2016 Marx & Philosophy Society | Reviews | Contact us Cookie Settings